nitely is some play with the authority-the prestige-of historic monuments and facades in my projections. But also in the instrumentations there is some play with the humanoid cyborg and the empowered person versus the weak person, speechless and intimidated, marginalized. With monuments you have those people who are in fact monuments to their own trauma, they have become silent monuments. They've become large civic structures that are witnesses to events and they remember things, they see a larger perspective of a particular experience or a larger urban scale as if they were looking at their own experience from the height of the monument. Then they are sure to feel more powerful, but also they might establish a certain distance, a tragi-comical distance from their own experience. So that way the seriousness of themselves as living monuments to their trauma is challenged as well. It's not that they will take it lightly, but they will have a distance that's required for critical process, for thinking through, for memory work. Because the memory work is a critical analysis of what has happened and why and under what circumstances, and what is the relation between what happened to me and to others, and what is the meaning of it and what should be done so it will not happen again -these are some elements of what one should call memory. Memory is also an act of storytelling. Memory is an act of speech. Memory is an intervention. Memory is a disruption of a repetition... a warning, a memento. So you can call it inversion, but there is of course more than inversion happening here. It's not simply that the weakest becomes the most powerful and the least legitimate becomes the most legitimate. There is also the process of gaining a new perspective, of helping oneself to confront all of those of which one doesn't want to speak. So it's an animation process. The silent person animating the monument must animate herself or himself in the first place And on the sides of the spectators, they witness this kind of anonymous experience, the inconvenient experiences that one doesn't want to hear, that are strangely familiar and might actually provoke inconvenient thoughts about oneself, various hidden and repressed experiences. This can be confronted through the artifice. The very important issue is the presence and use of an artifice, of something in-between, which is partially real and partially fantasy So one can use this artifice comically and convey things that normally will not be easily transmittable, and also one can accept or just recognize and take, listen and hear, something fearful and difficult because it is partially real and partially fictitious. That is perhaps what Bakhtin saw some aspect of in carnival, in those puppets, the enlarged figures, the mockery that peasants could make out of authorities At the same time they could speak of their experiences with authority, I don't know that I can point to any particular fragment of Bakhtin's writings here, but I have a sense that humor-not irony, but humor-is an important technique. GN: Do you see humor in your work? KW I hope so. The lack of a sense of humor could be a serious psychological symptom, from a clinical point of view. Lack of humor is lack of distance, lack of a larger perspective, lack of metaphor, and lack of ability to symbolize, to produce symbols. So that means humorgood humor-is healing, is a sign of health. If someone who is traumatized and is incapable of seeing oneself and recognizing one's own emotions and experiences, it's a serious person, a deadly serious monument. A frozen monument. It's a frozen situation because horrible experiences shattered the person's faith in his or her own ability to move forward or face difficulties again in life. Now, the step of unfreezing -because it's a freezing of the failure situation, in traumarequires some metaphorical, some other relation to oneself and one's own experience. The healthy moment is when people start cracking jokes, when they start laughing. And they start making a mockery of the very perpetrators whocaused the pain, seeing that after all they are not that powerfulbut, "look how funny they are, or crazy, or out their mind!" It's just to see the world from a different perspective, as from a helicopter ride, you see the same place where things happened to you, but so differently It's not necessary that you laugh, but you have to see it from a different angle. Anyway, the monuments... speaking monuments, this large scale, is comical by principle. If the homeless person who normally lives under the shadow of this monument, crawling somewhere in the cracks of this huge monument, suddenly becomes a monument himself or herself, it's comical. GN: It reminds me, too, to bring back Bakhtin, of the idea of the grotesque body and something that is inflated to being largerthan life Even though the content of what people are saying is so serious, there is something in that inflation of the body which is comedic. KW: But there is also other, not only comical aspects of enlargement. There is an ethical aspect.
If there is this other person who is less fortunate and less exposed, less visible than myself-that person seems to be smaller than me. Even horizontal, like a discarded object, but definitely smaller. So the ethical technique here would be to enlarge that person, turn her into my teacher, somebody from whom I can learn about the world. Benjamin would like that idea of seeing history from the point of view of the vanquished. Levinas would like it, seeing the other as larger than myself. I don't know how Bakhtin would see it, but perhaps there would be some links there to him, if we were to analyze the ethics of Bakhtin's theory of carnival. It's not necessarily comical, but it is humble. Rather than thinking that one inflates the weak, to create a new hero, (like in the socialist-realist magnifications of "the proletarian"), one can also see it as an ethico-esthetic act of reducing ourselves (as "bigger" more fortunate, visible and powerful persons)to the humble, smaller scale when facing and standing in face, looking up to the face of to the weaker. As we were yet to grow up to understanding of their level of experience, critical perception and perspective GN: What about with the prosthetics 7 Do you think there is aninherent comic value at all for the person using it 7 KW: Yes, it is comical by principle, because of the relation between human and machines and all humanoids. When it comes to cyborgs, it's not necessarily comical, it's more of the recognition of the artificiality of ourselves. Since we are cyborgs, whether we like it or not, especially on occasions when we have to learn things that seem to be artificial to us. So immigrants, for example, are cyborgs, between the lost land and promisedland, between the mother tongue and a new language. They are between cultures, and have to navigate.
And that ability to navigate between the foreign, strange, and seemingly artificial and the natural that becomes also strange, and more and more artificial the longer you are in a new context-the continuing shift -turns a person into... someone who is in charge of his or her own body, of the artificial and natural aspects of mind and body. So equipment may be needed equipment is always needed in those situations of crossings and of boundaries GN: We have one author in this issue writing about Mona Hatoum's Corps etranger. You must be familiar with Hatoum's work? It seems to address similar themes as much of your own work, issues of immigration, alienation .... KW:. There are plenty of people, especially people who are not like myself and Mona Hatoum "artistic artists" but who are "life-artists", artist themselves, artists in crossing borders, who then discover that transitory condition and consciousness of self, and of own culture, new culture and old culture. These are the artists of survival in crossing a multitude of internal and external borders. This kind of philosophers, prophets, like the Wandering Jew. Someone who is carrying some knowledge, and at the same time is in a continuing process of becoming a new person as new borders are being crossed, or internal borders are being crossed that one carries inside of oneself. This is a work of art already, to live this way. It's the work of a storyteller. It's the work of a magician and wandering artist-artist in survival, whether you actually are officially an artist, making money, or just helping yourself to be seen and accepted as an entertainer Or you are disguised, a kind of survivor-magician/storyteller/comedian, or what Kristeva calls a "Baroque" personality: immigrantsstrangers-who have to have excessive gestures and accents, and some entertainment value to be admitted by others. Or have to be always playing back to expectations of being some kind of person, as a stranger, so there's a humor and consciousness of a culture that expects you to be this stranger-this "proper stranger." This is an incredible thing going on. That's why I think strangers are both prophets and artists, and philosophers-existential philosophers, definitely. And also politicians or lawyers, they are trauma specialists. So it does helpif that person is an artist-then of course it helps to inform this kind of art.
Mona Hatoum is one important reference here. But one might list many. Gomez-Pena, for example, is an expert on this particular complexity, on being the stranger and the fool, the |ester Gomez-Pena is probably one of the most known performers who performs this kind of multiplicity of identities in the process of becoming. Then there are other people who cross borders:
Abramovic, and those other performers and body artists GN: What were you doing in Israel this past month'' I couldn't find much information on this work? KW: It's not happening much. We have some delays and not much may happen because war is on. The issue is an extreme case of a wall, because there's already some kind of wall built by some Israelis, especially, who simply want to shield themselves from the reality of, well, life, and Palestine, the fact that this is Israel itself that now creates a ghetto because it reminds them of the horrors of the original ghetto, the nightmare of their past. There are all sorts of (mental, cultural and political) walls that are being built there. Now to create some communication across those walls requires quite a radical project. I found many problems, but the one that was very clear to me was the situation in Tel Aviv It looks like an entire city lives in some unreality, or doesn't want to deal with realities, and maybe it was builtit looks like it was built -for that purpose. Because the city looks like a Bauhaus-beach. The city doesn't want to know much of Jerusalem, of the past, and doesn't want to deal with so-called "Arabs." Those who are sending suicide bombers, according to their terrorist strategy, see Tel Aviv as the most legitimate target. They want to disrupt that life, that fairy tale.
So I try to imagine various artistic projects that will wake up the city instead of suicide bombers, explosions. One of those projects could be a proiection that's interactive, to really allow people from the other side of the wall to speak to Tel Aviv, and also to let Tel Aviv to respond. But there is no symmetry here, so the project must be asymmetrical, as those from the other side of the wall-again, coming back to our previous conversation -should be larger, bigger, and initiate communication themselves. Much social and psychological work needs to be done so those people will learn how they can make good use of this kind of project for their lives, how they can really find words and expressions and actually learn how to initiate dialogue without offending and intimidating the fearful citizens of Tel Aviv, but rather opening up in such way so it wouldn't be sloganistic and politically predictable. Perhaps the Israel side can respond in some way, but the Palestinian side has to be more powerful, in order to counterbalance the actual configuration of forces So that is a very complicated project, and probably cannot be accepted very easily by authorities. GN: Were you invited to do the piece? KW I was invited to propose a project.
GN: Thinking about the architecture of a wall, and how architecture, walls, monuments, become sites for your own work, I wonder if you think that public space can actually be designed in such a way that it encourages democracy, or is it something that almost necessarily must be intervened in by an outsider? Does democracy necessarily involve an act of subverting existing spaces, or can spaces be intentionally conducive to it? KW: Let's hope that they can. One thing I'd like to say is that when we speak about architecture or we speak about my projects that are in some ways animating the architecture, we emphasize too much exactly that-that is, this thing, (the architecture, the event, the spectacle, an urban animation), and what does it do in itself, how are we, "the public" are "responding to it" -without taking into account all of the process that leads to that moment of a thing built or functioning, or the thing being made as a kind of communicative spectacle. So before we can elaborate on your question, we have to question the completeness and self-sufficiency of a thing in itself. In other words, to not expect that the thing in itself is going to do something, such as a building, that it's going to do something, or that the projection is going to do something. Or the building of an instrument.
At least I can speak for my own practice, in that the animation of a monument may take a year of work, and this is just not to design a spectacle, but to create a situation in which people can develop certain trusts and become artists themselves in conveying, or in speaking of what's unspeakable. So it's not that this thing that I do does it -it's also my presence there and the presence of some organizations, and psychotherapists or social workers or festival organizers or curators. There's also the involvement of families of those people, the complicated negotiations going on, all of which is part of the work. So I cannot deny that the work inspires this process, but it's not a thing that does it. So the agency has to become a kind of-what I have mentioned before on occasion-a good enough mother, someone who protects the process. And I think it's part of the work. It's not something that is just a preparation or design process, no. And when it comes to instruments and equipment it's the same: You need a thing and you need those who will be able to take a risk and make a leap in trying to make use of them, first -the agents.
So you can say, do we need an avant-garde architect? Well, perhaps. We need avant-garde users. You need social networks. You need to design processes, not just the thing. So rather than barricading the space with forms that express "displacement" and "movement" and "openness" while in fact often disrupting the possibility of movement and change -(they are substitutes, replacements for actual changes in society and in human minds and lives) -the architect could create certain conditions or instruments, points, elements, that can inspire people to make good use of them toward a change in their lives. Not working alone, but gathering other important agents that help others to turn their lives into something better, or become co-agents, agents that generate co-agents. This is also design, and this is also architecture if we want to use this word, to expand and enlarge its sense.
And perhaps modern architecture in the Bauhaus time, they had some sense of this. Now we of course see how naive it was, also their expectation that form would do everything. But the formal projects were also submerged in some-at least in the case of the Bauhaussocial democratic networking expectations, enlarging and creating new options. Yes, it was naive. So what is it that we should do instead to be not so naive but still have some larger horizon, as our modern ancestors did? I don't know. I have no answer to this, except that... focusing on forms that are stable, permanent structures, that are monuments to architects' creative zeal and formal talents, that's not the direction, that's for sure. I don't think there's something wrong with having those talents and zeals, but we have to start seeing: What are those processes, what is hidden? We have to also respond to needs that are supposedly wrong needs, needs that should not exist. That's what I call interrogative design, seeing design as a process of uncovering needs and responding to them in hope that by the process of responding to them, and articulating them in public, we may contribute to conditions (of the social consciousness) that will render those needs obsolete. So rather than cover up the world with facades of solutions, design could also enter very difficult areas. I am very glad to see that there is a very large number of artists now-designers/artists or artists/designers-who are responding to those inconvenient needs and exposing the world, interrogating the world. And you go to the exhibition called "Interventionists" at Mass MoCA. I think this is the show, this type of exhibition, which should be visited by most young architects, so they will see how much design by people who are trained as designers, or not necessarily trained as designers, but somehow where the intervention, disruptionyou can call it inversion -is a design practice and at the same time an artistic project. And to what degree it puts the designer in the position of an agent, not only as interrupter but as someone who can be used by others. And the project can be used to help people to either put their forces together towards some change, or break communication walls, or recognize their own needs, or I don't know... Simply, the design process can become a great cognitive process through which they are learning what they actually would like. I vaguely remeber one architect-maybe I made up too many expectations out of my early contact with his work, so maybe if I saw it again I'd change my mind. But, his name was Lucien Kroll. He was one of the first architects who used computers, not only as a tool to help his own design, formal kind of tendencies, or technical, to make shorter some process of realization or whatever simulation needs the computer can meet, but to work with users in discussing what kind of space they would like to live in. So the simulation was used as a process of negotiating with and among the users their own desires and their own perplexed and antagonistic ideas of living. So this was interesting. We see it in co-housing movements here and there, lots of discussions of this sort But I think it is a method, seeing a design in that part already as the role of the designer.
It's interesting to me GN: I awlays think of Christo and how he engages the very networks that are attempting to stop his work from happening. But I think many avant-garde architects see community approvalboards and even the client as being an opposition that they have to ignore or defeat without actually trying to engage these people in a more meaningful discussion KW: But the designer is learning about his own shortage of imagination, and they [the client] is also learning about their shortage of imagination So the computer and the simulation technology becomes a thing in-between that has a developmental quality for both. And the designer's role is to protect this process, rather than be afraid of it. And embrace it! And the user's role is to be more open to the fact that they are really in a learning process about who they are You know, the design process is always incredible But when it comes to designing something for a particular group of people, for a family, then the design is becoming a vehicle or medium through which all the arguments develop So the role of a design is not to make a building so much but maybe to help people to figure out that they should divorce, right 9 At the moment when the building is finished, the family falls apart, right? (Laughs) Because through this building they realize that their way of thinking is incompatible So in that sense I think it's a very successful design, if it can reach... Because the issue is not architecture, but life. I don't understand why so many architects think that architecture is more important than life, than human life. GN I think there is frustration for many young students and practitioners, not understanding how to translate humanistic ideals through a discipline that so intrinsically deals with private space, private property... KW: I have the same amount of doubts about artists. I think that for many artists, most artists, art is more important than life, especially the life of other people, and they don't think to be interested, to be useful in any way. They have this idea that the inside of themselves is an entire world already, so once they work through their own inner world, the whole world will be saved. This seems to be also the case with many architects, so both should be questioned. Now, what you were saying about these kinds of ideals and then the realities of the profession, it's true. So why should we wait for commissions? For example, why should an industrial designer wait for a commission to do a proiect for mass production, when an industrial designer could create something in smaller numbers as a kind of temporary intervention that may be very important? An artist doesn't have to have a gallery show. So perhaps there are various practices that architects could imagine that are not working in big corporate offices, or establishing their own big corporate office. I don't know, I'm not an architect, and there is a difference, of course, because artists are traditionally not expected to make a skyscraper or a big urban project, but they do expect to be successful. I'm not here to suggest what anybody should do, but I'm just surprised how limited the range of options are that people have in those areas, both art and design. There has to be some optimism attached to other scales of practices, and other scales of reception Sometimes doing something for less people and of a smaller scale might be a very important agency, and can help, especially in understanding that we are not working alone, that each work makes sense in the context of other projects done by other people.
In other words, in the history of architecture-however you define it -an important part of it is the history of avant-garde architecture. Avant-garde architecture seems to be a contradictory concept, because it's an intervention, a disruption, a reprimand, visionary, Utopian, yet it has to function, right 9 GN: Do you think the implied duration of architectureits definition as something more or less permanent-makes it for hard for it to create disruption'' KW But we have lots of cases of interesting works in this area, and also we see shortcuts made by many of these artists and designers. The idea is not to abandon that tradition, but to see it in a different perspective. We are reading those histories, we are passing exams, but somehow we don't really see that's our obligation to carry on. That's what surprises me. I mean, not to carry on the mistakes and shortcuts, but to carry on some larger ethical and artistic obligation to look at our own, in this area, what seems to be a void -something we don't understand about ourselves. This is the area which needs to be looked at:
Who are we? Why are we actually building those things? Who is this person or those people who are going to make sense of if In what ways? Those questions are unanswered, and we should focus on them, as artists or designers. That's what our ancestors did in the avant-garde tradition, in however questionable a way. It's very easy to simply dismiss them, and say, "no" So if we dismiss them totally, then we have basically nothing to continue to hold on to, and we just simply accept our kind of instrumental role in the existing system. GN: One commonplace contention, as voiced by Frederic Jameson, among others, is the claim that all forms of protest get absorbed into the capitalist system, thereby rendering them moccuous... do all year long, now under controllable conditions authorities allow us to do once a year. That may be true, I don't question that. But at the same time, it's a moment that can be useful. So there are festivals, there are all sorts of versions of this festival.
During the year, there could be competitions, there could exhibitions, there could be publications, there could be conferences, experimental projects, there are some research pro|ects. They're all safety valves, you could say, if you wanted to be very skeptical. But why not take advantage of it? Yes, it may be a safety valve but at the same time, it's a possibility of some kind of explosive practice that can disseminate some ideas beyond the imagination of those who supposedly control it I doubt whether it's true, that there are people who control this. But even if we were to be so dark about it, we should appropriate all of those occasions. Because I've realized through my own work-this is not just theorizing-most of my projects are developed in the context of festivals and because of the existence of festivals. They were on the verge of being cancelled, many of my proiects, but they were developed far enough because of the festival, and it was hard to cancel them. And you could not control, of course, responses and feedback, and all the processes that led to the actual spectacle. They could not be reversed even if this spectacle was cancelled.
So there are lots of things that are positive uses of the work that received a green light because of the festival, and also because I didn't tell the organizers what's going to happen exactly. Or they didn't necessarily insist on knowing everything, either It's a situation that public artists can use very well, and there's a kind of agonistic aspect of festivals which still exists despite all the worries of officials and all of the censorship that might be waiting there to act, because there's still that Greek tradition there. Maybe it's not the carnivalesque tradition, but it's the Dionysian festival tradition, it's the agone, a contest of poetry, athletic contests. There's a certain dynamics of festivals that are supposed to be inclusive, to include various strata, much more than in Greece, because now all people (not only an elite of members of ancient Polis) are supposed to have rights now: legal and even to some degree illegal immigrants, women, children, employed and unemployed laborers, elderly, "the handicapped" the so-called ethnic groups, and so many "other others," you know. Suddenly there is even some money here and there, and maybe it's a legitimization process for authorities. So they show once a year how open they are and how inclusive they are? Fine. That's what we have, let's use it. And go beyond the expectations and imagination of organizers, of the media, the public and all of these who may make use of such festivals and spectacles to make their own lives and the lives of others better. That's most important.
KW Well, we have this problem with countercultural movements, with festivals. Carnivals have maybe been replaced by festivals, in our bourgeois culture. A festival is supposed to be, according to critics, a safety valve. So whatever we cannot
